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FILMS FOR THE CLASSROOM: THE HOME-MODE ON  SUPER^^ 
Felicitas D. Good3an 
I use my own Super8 co lo r  f i lms t o  enliven classroom of fe r ings  on Maye Indian peasant 
l i f e .  I was not  exac t ly  over t ra ined t o  do doc1.mentariesY what with the  one course I 
had a s  a d i rec ted  study a t  Ohio S t a t e  Universi ty when I was a graduatc s tudent  i n  
anthropology. I t  should be s a i d  i n  my defense t h a t  I d i d  have some camera t r a i n i n g ,  
a l b e i t  i n  f r o n t  of it. In  conjunction with t h e  Department of German a t  Ohio S t a t e ,  
I  helped do t h e  "German Hour," an attempt a t  teaching t h e  language by using t h e  fo r -  
mat o f  t h e  improvised comic s k i t .  The most imyortant lesson t h a t  p r o j e c t  taught  me 
was t h a t  f i lming of no matter  what top ic  involved f i r s t  of  a l l  moti.on. Soinething must 
be happening. And t h e r e  h a s ' t o  be a "book," even a t  t h e  most elementary l e v e l .  'Tn 
t h e  s t e reo typ ica l  home movie, people stand around he lp less ly ,  exhibi t ing  themssi -~es .  
And i f  t h e r e  i s  ac t ion ,  it i s  not going anywhere. The impression a r i s e s  t h a t  who- 
ever i s  behind t h e  camera g e t s  sczred when something begins t o  s ta . r t  going, and so 
the  scene i s  cut  o f f  before it has a chance t o  develop. 
In t h e  senso then t h a t  I am aware of t h e  s t r i c t u r e s  on tho medium, I do s t e p  @I!;, of 
the  frame o; t h e  home mode. Yet what J am doing i s  not  profess ional  e i t h e r .  Irr t h c  
first p lace ,  I operate on l e s s  than the  proverbial  shoes t r ings .  I t  was chastr , i ing 
t o  hear  f o r  ins tance  a t  a workshop I r e c e n t l y  a t tenzed,  about "inexpensiveu s y ~ c  
systems cos t ing  well over $500.00, about e d i t i n g  t a b l e s  equally out  of  reach,  a d  
about copying f irms spec ia l i z ing  i n  t h e  "natural ly" high-price nur tu re  o f  S u p e ~ 8  
footage. Those o f  us  who a s  myself,  teach i n  t h e  small l i b e r a l  a r t s  schools ,  knve 
no such fun4s ava i l ab le  t o  us .  Ins tead ,  I st'll use my Kodak Instamatic M 9; it i s  
l i g h t  and rugged. My e d i t o r ,  years  o ld ,  cos t  $16.00 and i s  hand dr iven.  Occasion- 
a l l y ,  I do get  sc ra tches  on my o r i g i n a l s ,  but  t h e  commercially d i s t r i b u t e d  f i l m  we 
r e n t  f o r  our c l a s s e s  a r e  not  pe r fec t  e i t h e r ,  so stretches a r e  not  a l l  t h a t  devzs- 
t a t i n g .  I  hand-splice with pressure  t ape ,  and i n  order  t o  prevent gaps i n  t h e  ed- 
i t e d  copy, I overlap.  I t  i s  crude, but  i n  t h e  copy t h e  fudging produces no d i s t o r t -  
ions.  Also, I have become adept a t  bui ld ing savings i n t o  t h e  f i lming a c t i v i t y  i t s e l f .  
Knowing from experience what makes a good scene, I t r y  t o  t ake  each a s  much 
as  poss ib le  i n  one continuous footage, t o  cut  down on editing and l o s s  o f  i r a n ; ~ ~ .  
What makes me approach the  home mode is  not j u s t  je r ryr igging.  When I go on f i e l d  
work, t h a t  comes f irst ,  and f i lming happens casual ly ,  almost l i k e  a recrea t ion21 
a c t i v i t y .  ?ly informants view it t h a t  way too ,  and f ind  it no more exo t i c  than my 
perennial  typing of  f i e l d  notes .  They a r e  o f t e n  the  ones t o  come with suggest ions.  
"Go quickly, Don Alvio i s  burning t h e  vegeta t ion  t o  p l a n t  a new gardpn," o r ,  "The 
ducklings j u s t  hatched, don ' t  fo rge t  t o  take  t h e i r  p ic tu re . "  Sometimes, of  cclrrse, 
an informant g e t s  s o  involved i n  what he is doing t h a t  he neg lec t s  t o  warn me a3out 
some s a l i e n t  f e a t u r e .  I was making a f i lm about slash-and-burn a g r i c u l t u r e .  Far 
the  f i r s t  time i n  my l i f e ,  I  a c t u a l l y  saw, and with my camera doubly perceived,  t h e  
venerable p lan t ing  s t i c k .  Through t h e  f o l i a g ? ,  I  focused on how it s :as i t ive ly  
probed f o r  a gap i n  t h e  limestone with s u f f i c i e n t  humus f o r  some g ra ins  of  na izc .  
I followed the  random p lan t ing  wn?k, so cor rec t  eco log ica l ly ,  of the  old man whom I 
was f i lming,  composing a l l  t h e  whilc i n  ny head v111at 1 was going t o  tell my s tcdcnrs  
about t h i s  important aspect  of r a i n - f o r e s t  c u l t i v a ~ i o n .  Suddenly, q u i t e  without 
warning, Don Fel ix  t o r e  o f f  h i s  h a t ,  waved it i n  t h e  a i r ,  r a t t l i n g  o f f  something 
I was too f a r  away t o  hear-  A s  it turned ou t ,  he had got ten  t o  t h e  end of h i s  supply 
of seeds, and had spoken a Maya growing bless ing over t h e  p lan t ing .  I t  would have 
been impious t o  ask him t o  repeat  t h e  scene, and I have only a f l u r r y  of motion be- 
hind t h e  bushes, a head l i f t e d ,  a ha t  replaced. 
Sometimes I am asked t o  f i lm what I don' t  r e a l l y  want t o  record,  ye t  t o  r e fuse  
would disappoint  my informants. I have a horror  of s laughter ing animals, fo r  in-  
s tance,  one not shared by them, however. Thus I was pressed i n t o  f i lming a sequence 
i n  which Don F e l i x t  wife, a wonderful old peasant woman, was k i l l i n g  a chicken. She 
t i e d  i t s  legs  together and suspended it from a t r e e .  Then she grabbed it by t h e  
head and with a t r u l y  v ic ious  b ig  kn i fe  began sawing i t s  t h r o a t .  Halfway through 
t h e  execution, t h e  s t r i n g  broke and t h e  chicken, only h a l f  dead, flapped around on 
t h e  ground. Don Fel ix  thought it h i l a r i o u s ,  and the  scene i s  very v iv id ,  good l i g h t ,  
good focus, only I s t i l l  have not shown it t o  any of my c lasses .  
Forming, a s  it were, t h e  extension of my f i e l d  notes ,  my co l l ec t ion  of Super8's i s  
of course an ethnographic record.  To my c l a s s e s ,  it shows s k i l l s  current  i n  a so- 
c i e t y  d i f f e r e n t  from t h e i r  own: p lant ing with t h e  d ibble ,  weaving a hammock, cu t -  
t i n g  a leaf  of t h e  henequen cactus and taking i ts f i b e r  through t h e  var ious  s t ages  
t o  a home-rolled rope, and grinding burned c h i l e s  f o r  a condiment. A s  luck would 
have it on one occasion, I had the  opportunity t o  f i lm more than hab i tua l  behavior 
and non-Western s k i l l s ,  important though they a re .  My fieldwork involved t h e  obser- 
va t ion of an Apostolic congregation i n  a v i l l a g e  of  ~ u c a t g n .  I n i t i a l l y ,  I wanted 
mainly t o  f i l m  t h e  members of2the  congregation a s  they were speaking i n  tongues. I t  
was important f o r  my research t o  be ab le  t o  s c r u t i n i z e  t h i s  behavior repeatedly  i n  
order t o  be ab le  t o  ca r ry  out an ana lys i s  of a l l  pe r t inen t  aspects .  However, I a l s o  
used my camera t o  record those  fea tu res  of t h e  semi-tropical  v i l l a g e  t h a t  t o  m e  were 
exhi lara t ing:  t h e  mud-and-wattle homes, the  lush  vegeta t ion,  t h e  p igs  roo t ing  i n  
t h e  rocky s t r e e t s ,  t h e  palms waving i n t o  t h e  reddening sky. Eventually, I understood 
how a l l  of  t h i s  f i t t e d  i n  with what was going on i n s i d e  t h e  small temple, and I 
brought it a l l  together i n t o  one half-hour f i l m ,  even making a soundtrack f o r  it on 
a separa te  r e e l ,  incorporat ing a number of g l o s s o l a l i a  samples and some of t h e  l i v e l y  
hymn singing of the  congregation. I t  so  happened t h a t  t h e  same congregation l a t e r  
went through a very d i s rup t ive  episode, where they thought t h a t  t h e  end of  t h e  world 
was imminent . 3  When t h i s  yearned-for event d id  not come t o  pass i n  August 1970, t h e  
group sp l in te red  i n  many d i f f e r e n t  ways. The congregation t h a t  I knew s o  wel l ,  t h a t  
in t imate  gathering of Maya peasants  a f lush  with t h e i r  first great  e c s t a t i c  experience, 
no longer e x i s t s .  The f l e e t i n g  beauty of t h e i r  tongues, t h e i r  trembling worship, 
t h e i r  closepacked presence before t h e  a l t a r  a r e  f o r  them experiences they would j u s t  
a s  soon forget .  A s  they see  it now, t h a t  was t h e  time when Satan tempted t h e  church. 
The record of t h e  momentous events,  however, i s  the re ,  on t h e  f i l m ,  a s  a prologue t o  
what was t o  come l a t e r .  In  one way, sure ,  it i s  l i k e  a home movie: t h e  e d i t i n g  i s  
not very c lever ,  n e i t h e r  s l i c k ,  nor very soph i s t i ca ted .  Yet, it is  the  record of a 
very important undertaking by a group of pious men and women who learned t o  speak i n  
tongues s o  t h a t  they might become c i t i z e n s  i n  t h e  Lord's millenium. 
The question might be asked: how do t h e  s tudents  r e a c t  t o  t h e  kind of  simple, i n t i -  
' mate f i l m  making t h a t  t h e  Super8 demands? The answer i s ,  very pos i t ive ly .  In  evalu- 
a t i o n  a f t e r  evaluation,  they make the  point  t h a t  they preferred  these  f i lms over t h e  
rented ones. One student  added, "because she pu t s  h e r s e l f  i n t o  t h e  films." Exams 
show t h a t  it i s  genera l ly  e a s i e r  fo r  them t o  remenber d e t a i l s  from these  f i lms ,  
although they do not  see  them any more o f t en  than t h e  commercially produced ones. 
I have been t r y i n g  t o  puzzle out why t h i s  should be so .  I t  must be due t o  more than 
j u s t  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  they know t h a t  I made t h e  f i lms ,  o r  even t o  my supplying t h e  run- 
ning commentary a s  they view them. Perhaps one reason is  t h a t  when I f i lm,  my c l a s s e s  
a r e  always on my mind. Filming is  an educational ,  a profess ional  t o o l  f o r  me. I 
do not  f i l m  my own family,  f o r  ins tance .  I con t inua l ly  ask myself what would be 
important f o r  them t o  see?  How could I b e s t  convey t o  a group of our college-age 
young people what it i s  l i k e  out the re?  This ,  of course,  involves t h e  query o f  
what makes it i n t o  an experience of "otherness" f o r  me? So, i n  addi t ion  t o  what 
t h e  people a r e  doing, I put  i n  t h e  turkeys s t r u t t i n g  across  t h e  rocky yard, t h e  
p i g l e t  r o l l i n g  i n  the  water hole ,  t h e  vu l tu res  c i r c l i n g  overhead looking f o r  o f f a l .  
Since much of t h i s  i s ,  however, standard documentary p rac t i ce ,  t h e r e  must be more. 
I can th ink  of two add i t iona l  f a c t o r s .  For one, I have gone back t o  the  same v i l -  
lage  year a f t e r  year ,  even a f t e r  my i n i t i a l  research  was completed. This  makes my 
f i lm E i l e  very s i m i l a r  t o  a c o l l e c t i o n  of  home movies, fo r  t h e r e  i s  a con t inu i ty  of 
actci.s. Time passes v i s i b l y ,  f o r  the  babies of  1969 a r e  now ready t o  go t o  shcool,  
and f o r  t h e  student  t h e r e  i s  t h e  suggestion t h a t  he i s  pa r t  of  an ongoing "home" 
scene. The o the r  one, although perhaps t o  some ex ten t  nidden, may be t h e  most i m -  
por tant  one. This i s  t h a t  a l l  through my anthropology courses, t h e  Mayans a r e  f o r  
me t h e  cons tant ,  t h e  permanent reference .  This  apparently s e t s  up a communicative 
channel, and by the  time t h e  f i lms come around, t h e  i n f o m a n t s  a r e  people, not  j u s t  
images s l i p p i n g  by across  the  screen.  
Looking i n  a summary fashion a t  t h e  po in t s  made above, one might ga in  t h e  impression 
t h s t  t h e  hcme-movie type ethnographic f i l m  i s  inseparable  from t h e  anthropologis t  
who made it. Therefore, it should not be poss ib le  f o r  o the r s  t o  use it i n  t h e i r  
classrooms. However, t h i s  seems t o  me t h e  wrong conclusion. A colleague,  f o r  i n -  
s tance ,  showed my f i l m  on speaking i n  tongues t o  an anthropology c l a s s  on ethno- 
graphic f i lms.  He repor ted  t h a t  h i s  s tudents  l i k e d  it because it was no t  s l i c k ,  
and i n  i ts  very nai.vet6 spoke t o  them more d i r e c t l y .  To be su re ,  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  
f i l m  does have a sound t r a c k  of s o r t s .  But t h e  s i l e n t  ones could be combined with 
b r i e f  taped in t roduct ion ,  a s  Ohrn suggests  f o r   slide^,^ and t h i s  would make home- 
movie-type Snper8 f i lms produced by ethnographers a s  an adjunct  t o  t h e i r  fieldwork 
of wider a p p l i c a b i l i t y .  
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